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R J CALOW is an artist, maker, writer of culture-nature dichotomy in overlooked 
spaces. On completing a masters in photography and bored of the pandemic, he 


started an obscure newsletter exploring nearby overlooked spaces. 


The following images and text published as a digital book are taken from the 


roadside picnic newsletter (roadsidepicnic.substack.com), Spring 2021. 


As is, the work is licensed as Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International (CC 


BY-NC 4.0). You are free to distribute this work non-commercially. 





A look at aggressive desire paths in the edgelands 


| point out a gap in the 
boundary. The start of a 
dirt path between 
ivy-covered trees that 
proceeds onto the golf 
course. A hesitant senior 
in a blue polyester 
raincoat had approached 


us for directions. ‘I know 





it's the long way round,’ 

she states. ‘I just want a walk. | normally go through the golf course but the gates 
are locked.’ When bored her routine is to carry out a meandering walk to the co-op 
via the course, she explained. However, the course has been officially shut since the 
national lockdown. She appeared happy in the knowledge that her routine walk 


would continue albeit via an unauthorised desire path. 


Desire paths, or the broader name desire lines, are "paths & tracks made over time 
by the wishes & feet of walkers, especially those paths that run contrary to design or 


planning". Other, more extravagant, names include "cow paths, pirate paths, social 
trails, kemonomichi (beast trails), chemins de l'âne (donkey paths), and Olifantenpad 
(elephant trails)". These unofficial and unplanned paths are evident in the edgelands. 
Places which are overlooked by urban planners, who omit these paths, allowing 
them to develop and mature. Under the circumstances, they have become useful 
tools to circumvent physical obstacles and allow for easier access to the 


countryside through urban interfacial spaces. 


Articles often emphasize desire paths as passive resistance to urban planning. 
Usually demonstrated with images of dictated pathways and shortcut desire paths 
splitting away and returning to the original path. Similar to images found in Jan Dirk 
van der Burg's Olifantenpaadjes. What happens when these acts of passive 


resistance become active instead? 


Towards the bottom of the golf course is a terrain vague territory, a leftover from the 
development of the course, 
separated by capped palisade 
fencing. The site is ano man's land 
of tall grasses situated between a 
housing estate and the green. It's 
here that desire paths become 
more pronounced as they proceed 
through the fencing, converging on 


absent railings. 


The vandalised fence is a result of 
a desire to walk between territories. 
Perhaps a desire path existed 


before the fence. Regardless, 





google earth images from 2004 reveal the same fence amidst converging desire 
paths leading to the same gaps that exist today. In those seventeen years, there has 
not been a successful, if any, cordon or intervention. However, the passage of time 
and neglect has allowed routine desires to become established in the land and the 
lives of users to the point where a fence is not going to stop an elderly pensioner 


from her leisured walk to the co-op. 


Google Earth 





ye alt’ 178m 


The site from 2004-2017. The golf course and fence are at the top of the image, 


while the bottom shows the desire paths within the terrain vague. 


From the above gif, as time passes the paths distort and change. Some lines are 
short-lived while others move, altering course, but always in the direction of the gap 


in the fence as the below images demonstrate. 





Desire path leading to the gap in the fencing. Taken from within the terrain vague 


and looking towards the golf course. 





Desire path in the terrain vague that goes from the gap in the fence to the housing 


estate. 


Another, more interesting, 
passage in the fencing is 
found in the corner at a T 
section of fencing. Rather 
than being uninterrupted 
like the other gap, this one 
requires the user to 
proceed to the adjacent 


agrarian field. From the 





field boundary, the user is 
greeted by a french bay door arrangement from which they can either return to the 
previous territory or progress to the other. Three territories can be traversed via this 


device, the ingenuity of which indicates a purposeful desire. 


These desire paths demonstrate the desire of a community’s will to roam without 
hindrance. Manifested in a collective footfall imprinting the earth with paths and the 
physical manipulation of obstacles, the latter being a transgression asserting 
lawlessness in the unwatched edgelands. Both are forms of resistance to authority 
and enclosure, culminating in an intriguing space outside of the conventional urban 
circuit. Additionally, the passageways enable the ability to freely roam, access open 
spaces and reach the more prominent countryside during a time when the 


edgelands have never been more important for exercise and leisure. 





Walking regularly, we are starting to bore of the usual routes. Winter has set in with 
the snow having flattened the dead standing flora. Little changes. Subsequently, 


confronted with a new path we take it. 


At a crossroads section of desire paths embedded in a sodden agrarian field, we 
notice a path that we have not taken. 'Where does that one go to?’ It's a route along 
a hedgerow climbing an incline, it's destination hidden from view. Going forth the 
hedgerow gives way to an embankment lined with burrows. They smell like hay. The 
dog wants to enter one, | stop her. At the top of the incline is another set of fields in 
view of a contemporary cottage and a private plantation. While the higher elevation 
presents views of the 
surrounding land with 
monolithic distribution 
centres that loom in the 
distance suggesting a 
bastard countryside. The 
path concludes at a familiar 
bridlepath, making it a 300m 


component of a circular 





circuit. 





The route was an enjoyable deviation, one that | would not take without the desire 
path. There is reassuring confidence that comes with treading in the same footsteps 
of the people before us. | recall overhearing a conversation between farmers about 
desire paths and trespassing: ‘all it takes is one person and others will follow like 
sheep.’ | can understand the misgivings from agricultural management and | 
suspect once the fields are prepared for crops, the path will disappear under the 
plough, perhaps superseded by a new path. This ephemeral quality is part of the fun 


within the constant reworking of space through the desire path. 





In their creation, typical desire paths have clear intention. This path demonstrated 
by the above images, for example, situated between a golf course and conifer 
plantation is distinct. From an aerial image, the path is a horizontal line between 
territories, a scratch upon the earth. In-person, however, its course is vague and 
flexible, curving and creeping astray without reason. Despite its vague parameters, it 
has a fixed destination: the other side of the field. It's a practical desire path, a 
means to quickly traverse between urban and rural territories, making it functional 


but not fun. 


A fun desire path (fun as in escapism from the uninteresting or conventional) has to 
be dangerous or leading to the unknown. Danger does not necessarily mean heights 
or industrial ruins, but a sense of lawlessness while unknown could be a change of 
perspective. The ideal fun desire path is a new unusual route within a familiar space, 


preferably leading somewhere new. These paths can be a tool to get lost or Dérive. 


Further reading on 


Desire Paths 





=> https://www.newyorker.com/tech/annals-of-technology/tracing-and-erasing- 





new-yorks-lines-of-desire 


> https://www.witpress.com/Secure/elibrary/papers/SC12/SC12003FU1.pdf 





> https://www.thequardian.com/cities/2018/oct/05/desire-paths-the-illicit-trails 
-that-defy-the-urban-planners 
> https://jussiahola.medium.com/desire-paths-2b6b5b0f0e92 


> https://medium.com/swlh/whats-a-desire-path-anyway-and-what-does-it-rev 


eal-about-us-f6fc9d82424d 
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Urban encroachment, desire bridges, and borders. 


Tired of the edgelands on our part of town, we jump ship and head to another. It's a 
short walk. We try our best to minimise walking along busy roads -the dog hates 
them, but to break routine we have to walk a road that leaves town. We pass the 
closed pub with its advertisement boards still plastered with Christmas dinner, 
several empty bus stops, the old and the new suburban estates, and arrive at the 


edge of town marked by woodland. 


It's a steep slope into the woods. The pavement halts at the top, like a concrete 
white wave, and is replaced by a deep brown woodland mulch. Walking down, away 
from the traffic and hearing the sounds of a distant woodpecker, it feels 


disconnected. This feeling fades with the sight of a substation found in the corner. 


Historic maps from the start 
of the 19th century indicate 
the woods have not 
changed, surviving 
development by sharing an 
invisible line on a map 
denoting the town boundary. 


Present-day though, the 





space is an example of 
urban encroachment with the 
sight of homes through the trees. It would be interesting to see the woods from a 


conventional family garden, to reverse the perspective. 





After trying to spot the woodpecker, we move on, transitioning to a terrain vague 
territory. Once a site of agriculture, it's now an empty open space of uncut grass 
waiting for development. The presence of a fenced-off area used as construction 
storage suggests that it is only time. For now, it's used by inhabitants of the 


surrounding housing estate with a circular desire path worn into the ground. 


Away from the open terrain vague, we come to another woodland. Compared to the 
last, this one is more adolescent with small silver birch trees between multiple 
vague pathways of entry. Taking a route, it quickly becomes a maze, finding myself 


having to bow and squeeze past bare tree limbs till we halt at an obstacle. 


A drainage dyke intersects our path cutting through the woodland. From the bank, 
it's three to four foot deep with a foot of clear water and a brown silt bottom. A 
fence post lays across the water, probably misappropriated from the housing 
development and transformed into an ad-hoc bridge. Using it, | notice the water is 


coming from the housing estate. 


Historic maps indicate the area had a series of drainage dykes alongside several 
wells and a ford. There is so much water here, there has to be a spring. 
Present-day, the new housing developments have pushed the unnamed waterways 


underground, their flows controlled by pipes leading to a recently constructed 


wildlife pond which the new houses overlook like Malvina Reynolds - little boxes. 
The water that doesn't make it to the pond, instead it carries on through the woods 


and into the existing drainage system found within the adjacent agrarian fields. 


"Hard going isn't?" said the owner of a somehow spotless Westie trotting through 
the mud. | agreed, performing the helicopter lift manoeuvre whereby the dog is lifted 
by her harness over an obstacle, in this case, a muddy dyke. The difficulty has been 


considered by previous and present users. 


There is a series of ad-hoc bridges constructed to various degrees of complexity. 
From the previous singular fence post in water to crude platforms elevated from the 
water and mud by logs lined with fence panels secured by a generous amount of 
nails. If a desire path is a democratic voluntary act, these bridges are intentional 


extensions as physical modifications of the landscape to aid mobility. 





Proceeding into the woodland, the waterways and mud dwindle. The woodland 


itself diminishes into a strip of Beech. The obscured confines of neat and tidy 


dwellings, observable throughout the walk in the gaps between trees, are replaced 
by bright florescent excavators operating on bare earth behind a fence. New 
housing is greeted by tree graffiti, a passive resistance to the endless economic tide 


fueling development of the edgeland green belt. 





At the edge of the woods is a public footpath. In a North-South direction, it leads 
back to town or the next village following the Yorkshire and Humber district line. To 
the side is a moss-covered stone laid flat in the undergrowth surrounded by yew 
trees. An old, but very short, gatepost or a stone guidepost. Either way, itis a 
cultural artefact left to nature. Steps away from the construction site on the very 


edge of town. 





This walk, composed of images and field notes, is a discourse on boundaries. 
Whether those are physical obstacles or figurative lines on a map. As interfacial 
spaces, they are sites of juxtaposed nature and culture of which both historic and 


contemporary are observable with the primary agent being urban encroachment. 


Boundaries are usually overlooked by the authoritative landowner or urban planner. 
In the local area, a concentrated region of historic and active estates, municipal 
boundaries have spawned unauthorised pathways and designated public paths. 
Authorised or not, users walking these paths are unlikely to be accused of 
trespassing given the tendency to be overlooked and unproductive -the reason why 


so many are plantations. 


| plan to walk the public footpath at the woodland edge, following a short route 
along the Yorkshire and Nottinghamshire county line. Additionally, there are hidden 
historic topographies to be revisited -hoping to save places of interest for specific 


newsletters. 





Evading the harsh midday sun and sporadic thunderstorm downpours, we began 
walking in the evening. Disruptive of routine, images of the town boundary are 


different. The space is different. 


The low sun pushes through the Hawthorn blanketing the scrub in dapples of 
warm-yellow light - illuminating slithers of weeds and shrouding others in sombre 


blue dusk. 


A brown furry mammal lingers in an oval hollow of natural debris. | mistake it for a 
rabbit kitten grooming and following its crepuscular instincts. Then | see a tail of a 
very large male rat. It has a scratch and a shake and saunters in no hurry further into 


the undergrowth. 


Drawn-out low-tone whispers 
emanate behind a thicket of 
Blackthorn. They cease as our 
footsteps crush the freshly 
sun-dried tuftings of grass 
growing at the side of the 


pathway. The wearied 





conversation continues as we 


move away. 


With the evening, the boundary becomes a Haruki Murakami novel. A transitional 
plot device, a parallel world of indifferent ambiguity, which try as one might, | will 


never fully understand. 


The woods at night felt totally different from walking 
there in the daytime. The place was operating under 
the principles at work at night, and those principles 
didn't include me. (Killing Commendatore - Murakami 


Haruki) 





Additionally, the ambiguous genius loci may be influenced by the disorientating 
liminality found in the transitional time of day. The images captured could be 


morning or evening. Defining liminality through a relevant metaphor is the following- 


Liminality is like the light at dawn or dusk, when one can speak of neither 
daylight nor darkness but only of something in between. Liminality 
implies change -the world will either get brighter or will sink into night- 
but if one were plopped down, without any context, at the exact moment 
of dusk or dawn, it would be hard to discern whether day or night was 
approaching. Liminality is a frozen moment of unpredictable potential in 
the midst of a process of change, and it is in that sense that it has been 
used to describe the in-betweenness found in rite of passage rituals. 


Playing indian - Deloria, 1998, p. 35 








| need to visit during the night. It will be a challenge to photograph. Not least 
because of the lack of light, but also the evasion of subversive users, edgeland 
campers, poachers, trigger happy farmers lamping in the adjacent fields and who 


knows what else. 


Garden escapees and 





The empty golf course resembles the desolate scenes during lockdown restrictions. 
Instead of a virus, it's the rain preventing play. Even the dog refused to budge from 
the dry indoors, snorting in disgust from the front door as we departed. On foot, we 


follow the boundary. 


A faint desire path obscured by a Sycamore leads to a boundary opening crowded 
with discarded materials: old mattered turf, fragmented concrete, woodchip and 
mounds of earth. As the byproducts of the golf course's constant maintenance, they 


come here to reside unseen and concealed by nature. 


The concealment is encouraged by the recent rains. After the dry April, the recent 
downpours have transformed the edgelands into a deep green. There is little 


exposed bare earth or debris with the carpeting of weeds. 


In the interstice: an 
impressive wall of 
wildflowers assembled on a 
rear embankment draped in 
White dead-nettles and 
borage. Examining the latter: 
the flowers lack the 


five-pointed star petals and 





instead have curved petals 


resembling forget-me-nots. 


With research, | find that it's Green Alkanet, a relative of Borage. Introduced to 
Britain from Spain for making red dye. It is now a naturalised species. Crowding out 
shorter weeds like Herb Robert, it is colonizing the edgelands and its shaded 
surroundings with ease. Though invasive here, the flowers are busy with pollinating 


bees. 





Moving from one boundary to another, we trace the town's edge making a circular 
route back home. Along the path, Bluebells are flowering in the weeds. Violets, 


pinks and whites. Where are the native Bluebells?1 Some of the more drooping 


specimens with fewer flowers appear to be a hybrid variant with the native species. 


Perhaps they are long gone, replaced by garden escapees and hybrids. 








Concluding the boundary, we hear singing. | halt as it stops. This part of the path is 
shrouded in a thick tall scrub of last year's ferns beside a dyke. Curious, we peer 
around the scrub and give it a vague scan. Nobody is visible. Luckily. We move on. | 
prefer not to have an awkward encounter. This is not the first time of such an 
occurrence. | have heard mutterings, coughs and phone ringtones in the scrub 


along the path before. 


For some people, being in a space in which there is a complete absence 
of surveillance, regulation and frequently, other people, is a highly 
psychologically liberating experience in which the individual is free to be 
whatever they want to be: whether that be meditative, playful, sexually 


active, or whatever they are able to imagine [...]; and to engage with and 


modify their environment in ways that are not possible in other public 


open spaces. (Anna Jorgensen. Introduction, page 8, Urban wildscapes) 


At some point, | will reach out to other users. | am thinking: QR code a link toa 


survey. For now, I'll keep walking. 
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